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In an article published in the April 20 issue of the NEW YORK TIMES, correspondent Stephen
Kinzer outlines the extent of Nicaraguan press censorship, and opinions on its justification.
Interviews with Nicaraguan journalists and editors, writes Kinzer, indicate that Nicaraguans yearn
for wider news coverage. But there is a wide difference of opinion over whether the government
censorship is justified. All printed matter must be approved by the Interior Ministry before it can
be published. The ministry maintains a team of censors who review every article written for the
two morning newspapers, as well a magazines and other material. The Sandinista government
appears to welcome and even solicit criticism that does not challenge its legitimacy. It is acceptable,
for example, to say there are food shortages becausethe distribution system is flawed. In contrast,
arguments that marxist agricultural policies caused the shortages would probably not be permitted.
Independent radio news programs are more spontaneous, but operate under self-censorship
and the Interior Ministry monitors all broadcasts. The two television stations are owned by the
government. A limited selection of foreign newspapers and magazines is available to those who
can pay in dollars. Foreign television broadcasts are received in the offices of senior Sandinista
leaders but are available to the public only at one Managua hotel. After the Somoza regime fell, LA
PRENSA at first supported the new Sandinista government. Later it turned against the government,
and last June it was shut down. The two remaining daily papers are BARRICADA, the official
organ of the Sandinista Front, and NUEVO DIARIO, which was founded seven years ago by a
breakaway group of employees of La Prensa sympathetic to the Sandinista cause. In the months
since La Prensa was closed, both remaining newspapers have sought to capture its former readers.
"Nuevo Diario is in search of its profile," said the paper's editor, Xavier Chamorro Cardenal. "We
are going through an evolution, a transformation. We are not going to assume a role of opposing
and confronting the revolution, but we have come to the conclusion that within limits we should
try to fill the vacuum left by the suspension of La Prensa." He said that in the past the paper had
been too quick to defend all aspects of Sandinista rule. "La Prensa was very polarized, and as a
reaction we also became polarized," he said. "We know we have to give more information than
we did before. We are opening the paper a bit to opinions that are not necessarily revolutionary."
Nuevo Diario recently printed an interview with a labor organizer who declared that labor union
freedom was "seriously limited." It also ran a story saying that the Housing Ministry was operating
with a mentality of "bureaucratic feudalism." The editor said an average of three articles a week
were cut from Nuevo Diario. "We protest every time," he said. Nevertheless, Chamorro Cardenal
does not advocate abolition of prior censorship. "We live in a situation of war and aggression,"
he said. "While that continues I don't see how we can end censorship." Across town, Chamorro
Cardenal's nephew, Carlos Fernando Chamorro Barrios, edits BARRICADA. He said that before
La Prensa was closed many people bought it not because they sympathized with its anti-Sandinista
stance, but rather because it printed more news than the other two papers. He said Barricada was
trying to appeal to those readers by offering better coverage of culture, world news and sports. "We
speak for the Sandinista Front and reflect Sandinista policies, but we don't want to be a house organ
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or a bulletin for party members." Barricada regularly prints extensive interviews with government
officials and full-page excerpts from speeches of top leaders. Although both newspapers draw
attention to inefficiency and other problems in the bureaucracy, criticisms published in Nuevo
Diario are often sharper than in Barricada. Coverage of Sandinista labor unions, peasant groups and
other "mass organizations" is heavy in Barricada. There are some small journals that try to provide
news not covered in the two daily papers. One is AVANCE, a weekly newsletter of the Nicaraguan
Communist Party. Although Avance's circulation is only 15,000, compared with more than 100,000
for each of the two daily newspapers, it is read in many political circles. Neither Barricada or Nuevo
Diario reported the contents of a nine-point peace proposal made in January by the Nicaraguan
Communists and other non-Sandinista parties. The proposal included a general amnesty for
prisoners and the formation of a commission to negotiate a cease-fire with the contras, suggestions
that the government has rejected in the past. Avance, however, published the proposal in full.
The editor of Avance, Rene Blandon, said much material was censored from each issue. The paper
was shut down for three months in early 1985 after it tried to publish articles suggesting that the
presidential election in 1984 might have been tainted by fraud. Government policy is to censor any
unofficial news relating to the war and any material that could cause economic problems. But editors
say many other kinds of articles are also cut. A recent issue of Avance was to carry a report about
peasants said to have been pushed from their land in Matagalpa province because they refused to
join Sandinista organizations, along with an editorial accusing the government of using "corrupt
and perverse maneuvers" to intimidate members of the National Assembly. Both articles were cut
by censors. But censors allowed publication of an article charging that two road workers were being
dismissed from their government jobs because they were trying to organize an independent labor
union. "Barricada and Nuevo Diario are two sides of the same coin," Blandon said. "Our newspaper
does not directly oppose the Sandinista thesis, but we do not support it." The freest discourse takes
place every morning on "Contact 620," a radio call-in program that may have more listeners than
any other radio show in Nicaragua. For four hours, callers report on inefficiency and frustrations
with the bureaucracy. "This program is the terror of the slow-moving bureaucrat," said a teacher
who called to say his paycheck and those of 400 colleagues were being held up by a computer
malfunction. Several government agencies monitor "Contact 620" and investigate complaints that
affect that agency. The program host, Noel Fuentes, often telephones officials who are the targets of
complaints and asks them to defend themselves on the air. In an interview he said callers were free
to say what they pleased. "Our operation is to let people speak," he said. "But `Contact 620' is not a
forum for discussions of universal political questions. It is a program that tries to resolve problems
and make Nicaragua better within the framework of the revolution."

-- End --
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